The Burden of the Mystery
of East and West* into the deep, makes Nature less awful but
not more benign, while the latent suggestion that when the
world is consumed at last, the lovers may lie breast to breast,
is but a cold kind of comfort. And yet there remains something
exalting in the very opposition of the stars, 'the banners of
East and West', and 'the girdle of light', to the small earthly
actuality of lake and sedge which is the scene of the lover's
dismal contemplation. The impersonal serenity of the sky,
ignorantly illumining the path of human suffering, may thus
strangely relieve that suffering. The tragic significance of the
poem is at once heightened and made endurable by the fantas-
tic imagery of the heavens. And this in turn is shorn of extrava-
gance as die poem drops to the simplicity of its close, which
brings it round full circle to the human grief which is its
theme. And yet, remembering Yeats's delight in symbol, the
reader is haunted by the suspicion that the poem means more
than it says; that it speaks not of the defeated love of a man
for a woman, but of the impossibility of union between the
physical world and that intellectual beauty which is the theme
of many of his lyrics of this period. So that the loveliness of
the poem is enhanced and clouded by its mystery.
This mystery, and the romanticism which the first lines sug-
gest and which is felt more vividly in the rich metaphors which
follow, are more apparent when one sets the lyric beside the
austere poem about the fisherman. Here the meaning seems to
be all on the surface, something for a man as simple as the
fisherman to take in his net. In the plainest possible words the
poet states the disappointment of his ambition in choosing to
write for his own race, his decision to abandon it, and to write
for an ideal audience, represented by the figure of the fisher-
man. One recalls that Chinese poet of the ninth century, Po
Chii-I, who is said to have recited his verses to an old peasant
woman, and to have changed any word that she failed to
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